The mucosa of the middle ear and Eustachian tube in the young rat: number of granulocytes, macrophages, dendritic cells, NK cells and T and B lymphocytes in healthy animals and during otitis media.
To gain a better understanding of immune reactions during otitis media, the middle ear and Eustachian tube mucosa were studied as a unit in young rats with respect to the composition of immunocompetent cells before and after middle ear infection via the tube. Using immunohistology, the distribution of NK cells, important for the defence against viral antigens, and of dendritic cells, known to be most capable of antigen uptake, processing and presentation, was determined. Furthermore, the composition of cells of the unspecific immune system (i.e. granulocytes and macrophages) and the specific immune system (i.e. T and B lymphocytes) was studied. Macrophages and dendritic cells were spread over the whole middle ear mucosa, whereas only few NK cells and T and B lymphocytes and almost no granulocytes were detected. In the Eustachian tube mucosa, immunocompetent cells, with the exception of dendritic cells and macrophages, were only rarely seen. After induction of otitis media by severing the soft palate, immunocompetent cells increased in both the middle ear and Eustachian tube mucosa, but surprisingly they were almost absent from the area of the tubal orifice to the middle ear. The results indicate that immune reactions take place similarly in the Eustachian tube and in the middle ear mucosa.